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My most recent enthusiasm b Amnesty Interna

tional. Thb b the organization that befriends inno

cent prisoners put away because of opposition to the

reigning power. They have to have a record of non

violence and they are usually conscientious objectors

of one sort or another. My particular enjoyment b
the writing of letters to the heads of state responsible

for their incarceration. It really gives me a big lift,
for example I addressed * letter to Colonel Omar
Khadafy the other day. 1 fell something of the marvel

that an ordinary individual with no axe to grind

whatsoever could make a plea for mercy and the

release from prison of another human being. Amnes
ty authorities say, "Don't you think a head of state

will be moved in his heart if he receives a hundred let

ters, say, from plain American citizens who care
enough to take a half hour and write a letter? It could
trigger the release of an oppressed individual unjustly

held behind bars?"

The unwritten message here is the fact of this abili

ty we too often take for granted to communicate in
thb way clear across the globe thousands of miles
away. And for a mere 45 cents perhaps free a person

who has been imprisoned for years. It is indeed a
marvel, to repeat, that for a paltry few cents we can

drop a letter in any mail box and unseen forces will
waft it many rrtflcsjto another person. The last post
master general expressed the hope that with present

air assistance a letter dropped in the mail today will
reach its destination tomorrow anywhere in the con
tinental US.

Postal service began in human history with the

organization of nation states and empires. Postal ser
vice was regarded as a means of unifying a people, .
and consolidating its self consciousness as a distinct
people. Professor Roger Mcrriman of the famed
Harvard hbtory I course used to call it "con
sciousness of kind." It was looked upon as a conve
nience for people who wanted to communicate with
one another, but also (and thb surprised me) as a

means of public opinion control. By regulating the
transmission of information in the body politic it was
felt the establbbcd order had a window on possible
subversion. Ancient empires such as China, Egypt,
Persia and Rome all hid elaborate systems of postal
service whose unwritten goal was the nipping of
sinister political movements in the bud. As Christians
know from St. Paul's epistles, read in hb absence in
the Christian churches in the early days of the
church, the Roman postal service was a real boon to _

Bos'a Locker on Washington St. was once a post of
fice. The house next door was the Duxbary Post Of
fice for many years.

The MacFarlane house on High St. was the WesC
Duxbary Post Office.

The MIDbrook Post Office U now the Pizza Courier.
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Duxbury't "lifeline*1 furnishing easy commuter ser
vice for the newly-welcomed summer residents. Poii
offices tprang up wherever neighborhood* had easy
access to them. Among these were Mfflbrook. South
Duxbury. Island Creek plus offices In Duxbury
village. North Duxbury and Wat Duxbury. The ar
rival of the dally mail signaled « neighborhood
gathering that constituted a public sharing of family
fortunes as the mail brought oewi of them.
Postmasters were confidantes, knowing pretty much
ail about their patrons lives and spectacular revela
tion* were cause for goulp spreading all over town. 1
heard a report while I was In the seminary that one
morning my father opened his mailbox to a flow of
unwanted missiles whereupon he drew on his vast
reservoir of biblical phrases until the air was blue

( around him and others who had come to pick up
their mail. Among these was Margie Sampson the
town spinster then living at the corner of Powder
Point Ave. and King Caesar Rd. Upset by thb out
burst of eloquent rage she said, "Mr. Merry, you
should be ashamed of yourself, you with a son in the
ministry." Whereupon it b reported my father
replied, "Well, I'd like to know why the hell notl"
We old timers in Duxbury loved our local post of

fices and depended upon our postmasters as friends
and counselors. It would be impossible to say which
one of these was most important in the town's life,
but I would hazard a guess it was Mitlbrook. Here

across from the Duxbury railroad station reigned 2
outstanding people for many years. Of course the
mail and daily papers reached here first and that
helped. I remember one day in 1923 picking up the
paper there and getting the first news of the Japanese
earthquake. 1 was later to hear personal stories of
this tragedy from my students in Hawaii and then 1

visited the museum containing its artifacts in 1932.
The point 1 am making b that this was the first news

in town of the event. It had come by newspaper.
Postmaster here for many years was Herbert

Walker, a very distinguished citizen, having been

president of the Duxbury Rural and Hbtorical Socie

ty for many years and headmaster of Partridge
Academy. The postmaster I remember so well was
Miss Lizzie Johnston who lived in a house just above

the post office. Ethel Hathaway remembers her well

and the penny candy store she used to patronize when

as a little girl she was seat from her home oa Pine
HOI to gerthe mafl, • % • ■ * '
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fell the established or
jubvcriion. Ancknl empire* luch as China.
Persia and Rome all had elaborate syitemi of poital
lervice whose unwritten goal was the nipping of
sinister political movements in the bud. A* ChHitiani
know from St. Paul's epistles, read In his abKnce in
th« Christian churches In Ihc early dayi of Ihe
church, the Roman portal service w*» « X**l booa to ^
than. It wu not only th« transmission of these v
epiitlet but the guarantee that Ihcy would not be
tampered with. Americana also know that thU
obligation of government U carried on with fierce
adherence to law u tampering with the malli carries
serious federal penalties.

In researching ares* like this I reap a harvest of
new and intriguing information. For example the
word "pott" and "postal" refers to the earliest times
when mail was carried by horse or human courier
from one military "post" to the next. My dictionary
says this, "Post or postal refers to a series of relay
stations along a fixed route furnishing fresh riders
and horses for the deliwry of mail on horseback."
Americans have a very graphic illustration of this in
the "pony express" that carried the mail to the fax
West of the country in pioneering days. Duxbury did
not have a pony express but during the earliest Col
onial times, mail was deposited In a box nailed to an
oak tree at the junction of old Massachusetts Bay
Path and 3 King's Highway just off of what is now
Route S3, being the main thoroughfare from
Plymouth to Boston. At first it was a simple rider on
horseback but then it was a stop of the stagecoach
which had an overnight stopping place just across the
Pembroke line. This coach road was laid out in 1685
and this tree known from earliest times as the "tree
of knowledge" was the official mailbox for Duxbury
when the mail route was instituted on this road on

May 12. 1775. It is marked today by a tercentenary

granite slab.
Mail service had begun in England in 1591 by order

of the reigning monarch. Queen Elizabeth, when she
issued a proclamation prohibiting the carriage of let

ters except by duly authorized messengers. Cromwell
passed a postal act in 1657 centralizing postal service

throughout England to "promote trade and prevent

many wicked designs against the peace and welfare of
the Commonwealth."

In America the Continental Congress established

and maintained postal facilities centering in
Philadelphia and appointed Benjamin Franklin as its

first postmaster General. With the adoption of the
Constitution in 1787 postal service became a distinct

pan of governmental responsibility as an adjunct at

first of the Treasury Department. And by 1796 as the

fledgling nation it sought to stand on its independent
feet as a primary civilizing agent reaching out to the
remotest villages tod hamlets with the support of the

nation. I noted this as I spent 3 summers conducting
vacation bible schools in the lonely towns of northern
Maine. The only thing that made us aware we were

part of America was the post office
Duxbury*s first post office was set up in 1800 with

Judah Aides as our first postmaster. As would hap
pen throughout the years the borne (now standing at

Dr. Wtaaeyer's d««Ul offkrt wu the Soath Daxbary
Post Offkt.

The Island Creek Port Office was la irfJUJlM'* Store.
the corner of Tremont and Alden streefsjwaj sito a
store. A new road sign below signifies us earjy otmc,

"Hounds Ditch." It is remarkable that flie detour
from the main road that used to run straight from the
end of Bow St. took a detour'to stop at Judah
Alden's store and post office and became what we
Duxburyites call "Dead Man's Curve." At the time
I he detour was made the speed of horses and oxen did
not constitute the danger the curve presents to us to
day. 1 am indebted to Katherine Pillsbury (our town
historian) for this information as well as the fact that
in the early days mail was paid for at its beginning, as
we now do with parcel post. Stamps were not used
until 1847.

Mail was carried everywhere by stagecoach in these
days. It was much later, that rail transportation
became the common carrier. People in Duxbury were
oriented toward the sea, and sailing and boating in
general. So although there U no documentation on
this point, I like to think that the Packet which made
weekly and semi-weekly runs from Plymouth to
Boston stopped at Bourne's wharf in the Duck Hill •
area where we know it carried dignitaries to be met
by horse-drawn carriages in 1852 for Daniel
Webster's funeral. And Ournet was a prosperous
dairy farm of 80 acres with hotels and boarding
houses and bars and dance halls, the playground of
Plymouth. 1 can't but believe the Packet took mail
and passengers from there to Boston as it did from
the Standish Hotd on Standish Shore. But this Is on
ly my conjecture; h may not be factual.
The railroads were "allowed in" to Duxbury in

1871 to provide transportation for the% 10,000 or so
people who came for the laying of the cornerstone
for the Myles Standish monument. It quickly became

president of ih« Duxbury Rural and Historical Socie
ty for many yean and headmaster of Partridge
Academy. The postmaster I remember so wtil wai
Miss Uttk Johnston who lived In a house just above
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A* the railroad* *4r« the principal carriers of mail
k -e dayi delivery of mail depended on their speed
an. .itldcncy. It was a vast Improvement over the
stagecoach, but judged by today*! standards It was

very slow, taking perhaps a week to cross the conti
nent. Major trains tying our large ddca together In
cluded usually a "railway express mall car" among

Its components. Here specially trained postal clerks

would work at sorting mail as the train moved from
city to city. A parishioner of mine in Pittsburgh
worked at this job, boarding the train at midnight en

route to Chicago for example and working all the rest
of the night sorting out the mall. Today with the use

of trucks and air mail express plus the use of zip

codes mail delivery b much faster. And instead of 6

local post offices all over town we now have 9 rural

postal delivery routes. The ancient rule of the posul
service, restricting delivery to one mile from the of*

fice still applies today and many people in Duxbury

prefer to get their mail delivered in this way. It was to
make the distinction between home delivery and of

fice that the recent change was made in Duxbury
from zip code 02331 to 02332 indicating this choke.

1 spoke with John Powderry about his job In the

Duxbury office. He has lived here In Duxbury for 12
years and he and his wife love the town. 1 asked him

' about the exact disposition of the letter I wrote to
Colonel Khadafy of Libya and be hestitated to make
a detailed reply knowing about the difficult relations
between our 2 countries. The first stop for the letter

would 'be Brockton and from there it would go by
truck to the Logan Airport facility and overseas to

Europe. He was not dear what country would be

receiving it for transmission to Libya. My own con

jecture is that short of outright hostilities Hke a
declared war, as in most other similar situations, it
would go through. Whether Khadafy himself would

ever actually sec the letter is of course a question.
Political fortunes and responses depend on many
things and one never knows. 1 heard a former gover

nor of New Jersey say on reporting bis activities dur
ing his term of office that the first thing be did was
visit the county jails of the state. He found that they
had for all intents and purposes become old men's

nursing homes. Most inmates had been there many
years, long after anyooe could remember why they
were there, and no one felt he had the authority to
release them, short of a governor's pardon. This be
proceeded to do and be feh it was the greatest
achievement of his governorship.
So often just a kind word or even a gesture can

unlock thftjbardest heart. I hope this will be the case
with Omar Khadafy and I am grateful to the mall
system of the world thai makes it possible for me to

stretch out a friendly band in this way.


